
Y
o

u
’r

e
 in

 
D

e
se

r
t

T
o

r
t

o
ise

C
o

u
n

t
r
y

W
e
l
c
o

m
e
 t

o
 t

h
e

C
a

l
if

o
r
n

ia
 D

e
se

r
t
,

h
o

m
e
 o

f
 t

h
e
 d

e
se

r
t

t
o

r
t

o
ise

. 

You m
ight not see this am

azing anim
al—

to beat the heat, it spends m
ost of its tim

e

underground. B
ut you need to know

 a few

things about it, because the desert tortoise

is a species in trouble, and w
hat you do

w
hile you’re here can help save it. 

In the C
alifornia desert, desert tortoises are found in the

areas indicated in yellow
 on the m

ap above.

For additional inform
ation about desert tortoises, visit:

w
w

w
.tortoise.org/conservation/savingthetortoise.htm
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T
he D

esert M
anagers G

roup (D
M

G
) is a partnership

of county, state and federal agencies w
orking together

to conserve and enhance the C
alifornia desert for

current and future generations. 
w

w
w

.dm
g.gov

D
efenders of W

ildlife is a leading conservation
organization recognized as one of the nation’s m

ost
progressive advocates for w

ildlife and its habitat.
D

efenders is a 501(c)(3) m
em

bership organization
w

ith headquarters in W
ashington, D

.C
. and a field

office and staff in C
alifornia.

w
w

w
.defenders.org

MOJAVE DESERT ECOSYSTEM PROGRAM

w
w

w
.nohvcc.org



Y
ou m

ay notice the half-m
oon-shaped holes that

punctuate the desert landscape. T
hese are the

entrances to the burrow
s desert tortoises dig to

cope w
ith the extrem

e desert tem
peratures.

D
esert tortoises leave their burrow

s, often located in

the shade of bushes on the open sandy flats or in the

banks of dry w
ashes, m

ainly to eat and drink. T
hey

build up m
ost of their fat and w

ater reserves in the

spring, w
hen the desert is abloom

 w
ith grasses, w

ild

flow
ers and other succulent green plants. T

hey store

w
ater—

 up to a year’s supply—
in their canteen-like

bladders, absorbing it as needed. In w
inter they retreat

to their deepest burrow
s.

W
ell-adapted as the desert tortoise is to the harsh

conditions here, this ancient species is defenseless

against the hum
an population boom

 that has brought

habitat degradation and other changes to the high

desert. A
s a result, its num

bers have sharply declined. 

T
he desert tortoise is now

 on the federal list of threat-

ened species and is protected by state and federal law
.

R
esearchers are closely m

onitoring desert tortoise popula-

tions and w
orking to address the threats they face. B

y fol-

low
ing a few

 sim
ple rules, you can do your part to protect

the threatened desert tortoise and ensure that it survives

for future generations to enjoy.
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v
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n
e
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It is against the law
 to touch, harm

, harass or collect a

w
ild desert tortoise. W

hen alarm
ed, tortoises void their

bladders and w
aste precious stored w

ater—
a reaction

that can prove fatal for tortoises unable to replenish the

supply. Stay at least 10 feet aw
ay from

 any tortoise you

spot, and keep dogs leashed at all tim
es.
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 d
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D
on’t drive, bike or w

alk off trails or roads except in

designated “O
pen A

reas.” C
ross-country travel through

sandflats and other desert habitat can crush tortoise

burrow
s, burying the occupants underground or strand-

ing tortoises on the surface w
here they are vulnerable to

predators and deadly tem
perature extrem

es.
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D
esert tortoises readily cross roads and trails, but the slow

-

m
oving species is no m

atch for bikes, cars, trucks and off-

highw
ay vehicles. B

e alert and proceed w
ith caution! 

• C
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If you’ve been parked in the desert for any am
ount of

tim
e, look under your vehicle before you drive off.

D
esert tortoises are know

n to seek shade beneath cars,

trucks and R
V

s.
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A
 pet tortoise released in the w

ild probably w
on’t survive

and m
ay infect resident tortoises w

ith disease. W
ild desert

tortoises are susceptible to upper respiratory
infections

and other diseases linked to captive tortoises. If you

have a pet tortoise and can no longer care for it, call the

San D
iego Turtle and Tortoise Society (619) 593-2123,

or contact the nearest chapter of the C
alifornia Turtle and

Tortoise C
lub listed at w

w
w

.tortoise.org//cttcm
ore.htm

l.
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 d
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 c
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D
on’t dum

p or litter. D
esert tortoises can get tangled in

trash, and garbage attracts ravens and other predators

that feed on desert tortoises, their eggs and hatchlings. 

T
he slow

-m
oving desert tortoise is no m

atch for m
otor-

ized vehicles. Fencing is used in som
e high-traffic areas to

prevent tortoise deaths and injuries, but be on the
lookout w

herever you drive in the desert.
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